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Denotified tribals are often tortured and killed in police custody. 
Budhan, who belonged to the Sabar community in the Purulia 
district of West Bengal, was killed in February 1998. When the 
Kheria Sabar Welfare Samiti and their leader, the noted Bangla 
writer Mahasveta Devi, arranged a post-mortem, it became clear 
that Budhan had died of a severe beating (rather than suicide) in 
police custody. The Samiti filed a case in the Calcutta High Court, 
and Mahasveta Devi went to Baroda to deliver the Verrier Elwin 
Lecture at the Bhasha Research Centre. As a result of her speech 
on denotified tribals at this momentous time, she, Laxman 
Gaikwad and Ganesh Devy founded the Denotified and Nomadic 
Tribes Rights Action Group and began a long journey through 
many states to meet DNTS in person. A journal called Budhan 
was started to keep colleagues informed of developments. 

In May of that year, the group visited Chharanagar, 
Ahmedabad, a ghetto of Chhara DNTs, and there set up a library 
of revolutionary and cultural literature. A group of young men 
and women associated themselves with the centre and started to 
write and produce short plays relating to social reform. In July 
the Calcutta High Court decided the Budhan Sabar murder case. 
The text of the verdict was printed in Budhan. The group at 
Chharanagar read the text and resolved to produce a play at the 
first national conference of the denotified and nomadic 
communities that was attended by more than a thousand delegates 
including such scholars as Romila Thapar and Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak. 

The play made a profound impact on the audience, and 
the group subsequently performed it at major venues at New 
Delhi, Bhopal, Baroda, Pune and Bombay. Each time they did so, 
they modified parts of the script, so while the play was written by 
Dakxin Bajrange, it can truly be said to come straight from the 
oral tradition of tribal theatre. It is not an imaginary perception of 
suffering; it is based on the lived, traumatic experience of being 
branded a criminal. 
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Characters 


Budhan | Shyamali | Judge | Inspector Ashok Roy 
Assistant Superintendent of Police | Constable 1 
Constable 2 | Constable 3 | Villager 1 | Villager 2 
Villager 3 | Ashish | Shopkeeper | Guard 


Sridhar | Prisoner 
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Scene I 


Narrator : Namaskar! Before we begin this play, let us glance at 
our history. Of the total population of a thousand million people 
in India, about six crore people belong to the denotified 
communities. For reasons unknown to most citizens of the 
country, we are singled out for bearing the burden ofa historical 
lapse. We are the denotified and nomadic tribes, a people belonging 
to ancient times. We have witnessed the changes taking place on 
earth for millennia. We live amidst nature. We are born in the 
womb of nature, and we die in its lap. Or we are killed. We once 
owned the jungles, but today we have to fight for our rights to the 
same forests. For centuries the denotified and nomadic tribes have 
been killed. Earlier, when a DNT passed through a village, his 
body was cut into pieces. 


(A group of tribals passes through the rear part of the stage, carrying 
wood. A few persons hiding in the forest attack them. Their 
terrifying, painstricken calls for help fill the stage. The tribals are 
butchered. All characters stand still.) 


Narrator : In 1979, the people of the Lodha community were 
tormented and killed. 


(The tribals are tied to trees.) 
Villager 1: Submerge their heads in water. 
Villager 2 : Force their heads in water till they stop breathing. 


Villager 3 : Torment them till they die. 
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(The heads of these tribals are plunged into water. They die in agony. All 
characters assume their original positions.) 


Narrator : Nobody knows how many people from the denotified 
communities are killed brutally. Most people are unaware of the 
atrocities being perpetrated on them. Their genuine rights are 
being snatched from the very people of this country. 


We present to you the story of one such community, the Sabars. 
This is the story of Budhan Sabar, a young man belonging to the 
Sabar community who was killed by a police atrocity. 


We want change! We want a revolution! 
(Each character shouts for ‘revolution’, and then all stand in a single line.) 


Chorus : There has already been one revolution, and another is 
yet to take place. That was a revolution brought about by Bapuji. 
This revolution will be of the rights of the denotified and nomadic 
tribes. 


Shyamali : What you are about to witness is not the end but a 
beginning. 


Budhan : This is Akarbaid, a small village in West Bengal. The 
law views the Sabar community living here as a community of 
thieves. 


Narrator : In this small village, Budhan was living a quiet life 
with his wife Shyamali and their son. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : But, on 10th February 1998, Budhan died. 
It was the day when the eyes of police officer Ashok Roy, who was 
so used to taking the law in his own hands, fell on Budhan. 
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Constable 1 : A horrifying act that will force you to ask : are we 
really free after half a century of Independence. Even after more 
than fifty years of Independence, the stigma of criminality by 
birth given by the British colonialism continues to stick to the 
DNTs. 


Constable 2 : This is an effort to present the police atrocity that 


Budhan Sabar had to undergo and so many other denotified tribes 
experience everyday. 


Scene IT 


(Budhan is seen walking across the street to a paan shop with his wife 
Shyamali. The shop owner calls out to him.) 


Shopkeeper (to Budhan) : O Budhan! Do come and buy a paan. 


Budhan (looks at the shopkeeper and asks his wife) : Shyamali, 
would you like to have a paan? 


(Shyamali gives her assent, shyly trying to hide her face behind the pallu of 
her sari. Budhan walks across to the paan shop.) 


Budhan : Give me two Banarasi paans. 
Shopkeeper : I will fix them in a moment. (A few moments later, 
after applying kattha to the paan) O Budhanwa, where are you 


going? 


Budhan : Oh! It’s a long way. You know my matriarchal uncle? 
He is not well. We are going to meet him. 


Shopkeeper : Do remember me to him. Here, take your paan. 
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Budhan: And here is your money. 


(Just as Budhan is paying the shopkeeper, a police officer takes hold of his 
hand. He has been moving around in the market looking for a Sabar 
whom he can hold responsible for all his pending theft cases.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy (catching hold of Budhan’s collar) : Aye 
you, what’s your name? 


Budhan (frightened) : Budhan Sabar, sahib. 


Inspector Ashok Roy: I see, you are a Sabar! Come to the police 
station with me. 


Budhan : But sahib, what is my crime? 


Inspector Ashok Roy : You bloody rascal, your greatest crime is 
that you dared to question the law. 


(The officer pulls Budhan by the shoulder and throws him down on the 
pavement.) 


Budhan : Sahib! What are you doing? I...I was.... 

Inspector Ashok Roy : Come to the police station without any 
further arguments or I will parade you naked through the market. 
(Kicks Budhan.) Come with me! 

Budhan : Please, don’t beat me, sahib. 

(Hearing Budhan’s pleas, Shyamali rushes to his rescue.) 

Shyamali : Budhan, what happened, Budhan? Budhan . . . Sahib, 


why are you beating him . . . Sahib? What has my Budhan done, 
sahib? 
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Inspector Ashok Roy : You, who are you? 

Shyamali: Me? I... I am Shyamali. His wife. 

Inspector Ashok Roy : Oh, his wife! Bitch, the wife of a thief: Go 
away. (He pushes Shyamali who falls to the ground. To the 
constable) Drag him through the market to the police station. 


Shyamali (shouts) : Budhan! 


(All characters stand motionless for a few moments.) 


Scene III 
Shyamali : Shyamali is a simple, innocent woman. 


Budhan : Budhan was not even told about his crime when he 
was arrested. 


Shyamali : According to law the accused has to be informed about 
the reason for his arrest. 


Constable 1 : Budhan’s crime lay in the fact that he belonged to 
the Sabar community, which is believed to be a community of 
thieves. 


Ashok Roy : But Officer Roy? He always used to keep the law on 
the edge of his rifle. Killing Sabars was just an enjoyable game for 
Officer Roy. 


Constable 2 : Great! What a large-hearted man is he. 








8 | Budhan 


Scene IV 
(Location: Police Station) 
Inspector Ashok Roy (to the constable) : Take him away. 
Constable 2 (standing outside the police station) : Salaam, sahib. 
Inspector Ashok Roy: Salaam. 
(The constable locks Budhan in a cell. Officer Roy places his revolver on 
the table, and, after giving out some instructions, goes towards the cell 


where Budhan is locked up.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy (to Budhan) : Tell me... where have you 
hidden the stolen goods? 


Budhan (frightened) : Sahib, I have not stolen anything. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : You son ofa bitch! I am very much aware 
that you have not committed any theft just now. But in the past 
ten days, seventeen thefts have taken place in this area. How 
many? Did you hear? Seventeen. I have to prepare the reports of 
these thefts. Don’t you understand? 


Budhan : But sahib, I make baskets and sell them to the Co- 
operative. 


Inspector Ashok Roy (interrupting) : I don’t care what you do. 
You have to confess to these crimes. After all, why else has the law 
given us this? 


(Showing him the baton) 


Come, plead guilty. 
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(Officer Roy hits Budhan. Budhan cries out in pain. Officer Roy begins to 
beat him brutally. Meanwhile, Shyamali arrives at the police station, 
searching for Budhan.) 


Shyamali (trying to enter the police station) : Budhan. . . Budhan. 


Constable 2 (stops Shyamali) : Aye, woman, where are you going? 
Shyamali (pleading) : Sir, sir, I want to meet my husband, sahib. 
Constable 2 : Your husband? Who is he? 

Shyamali : He . . . whom the officer brought in a short while ago. 
Constable 2: Oh... him! He’s a bloody Sabar. A thief: 
Shyamali : No, sir. Please do not say so. He is nota thief, sahib. 
He has not committed any theft. He makes baskets and sells them 


to the Co-operative. He did not steal anything. 


Constable 2 : Whether he has or he has not committed a theft 
will be decided by the police. Do you understand? 


Shyamali : But sahib, he is everything for me. He is my husband, 
my whole world. Let me meet him. 


Constable 2 : If you wish to meet your husband then do so in the 
court, not here. Get out of here. 


(The constable pushes Shyamail, who screams for Budhan.) 
Shyamali: Budhan... Budhan! 


(Her screams are heard by Officer Roy, who is beating Budhan.) 
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Inspector Ashok Roy : Who is it? Who is shouting so? 
(He comes out. Shyamali falls at his feet.) 


Shyamali : Sahib, sahib, let my husband go. Sahib, he has done 
no wrong. 


Inspector Ashok Roy (looking at Shyamali) : You? You have 
come here too? 


Shyamali (pleading) : Sahib, I beg you to leave my husband. 
Please, sahib. 


Inspector Ashok Roy (kicks Shyamali) : Leave the police station 
or you, too, will be taken in. 


Shyamali (angrily) : Kill me. Kill me, too. But please let Budhan 
go. (She spreads her pallu in front of Officer Roy.) I beg you for 
the life of my husband. 


Inspector Ashok Roy: This is a police station, not a temple where 
alms are given. Get lost. 


(Officer Roy goes to the inside room. Shyamali continues to plead with 
him.) 


Shyamali : Sahib, leave him, sir. (A constable prevents her from 
going inside.) Budhan, Budhan! 


(Shyamali, Constable 1 and Constable 3 address the audience together.) 


Chorus : The police are thirsty for the blood of the Sabars. Who 
will make them understand that we, too, are Indian citizens? 
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Scene V 
(Location : Barabazaar Police Station) 
Constable 2 : It is the morning of 11th February 1998. 
(Officer Roy arrives at the police station.) 
Constable 2 (standing at the gate) : Good morning, sahib. 
Inspector Ashok Roy : Good morning. 
Constable 1: Good morning, sir. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Good morning. (To the constable) Has he 
confessed? 


Constable 1: No, sir. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Hmm. (Ponders for a while, then orders 
the constable) Follow me. 


Constable 3 : Sir . . . should I record yesterday’s date as the day of 
Budhan Sabar’s arrest? 


Inspector Ashok Roy : When will you understand? Do you want 
to become an inspector or not? Our job is to turn facts into fiction 
and fiction into facts, yesterday into today and today into yesterday. 
After all, for what other purpose are these official papers and 
records? Record today’s date as the day of Budhan Sabar’s arrest. 
And take special care that the serial number is not the regular one. 
Is that clear ? 


(The constable nods obediently. Officer Roy and Constable 1 go to 
Budhan’s cell. Budhan is gasping like a fish out of water.) 
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Inspector Ashok Roy (to Constable 1) : Wake him. 

(The constable kicks Budhan. Budhan is agonized and asks for water.) 
Budhan: Water . . . water. Someone . . . please give me water. (His 
throat is parched; he finds it difficult to speak.) My... my throat 
is dry. Please give me some water. 

(A faint smile appears on Ashok Roy’s face as he sees Budhan in agony.) 
Inspector Ashok Roy: You feel thirsty? You want to drink water? 
(To the constable) Shivlal, bring a bottle of liquor and pour it 


down his bloody throat. 


Budhan (scared by the mention of liquor) : Sahib, I don’t drink. 
Please have mercy on me. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Great! You are a Sabar and you don’t 
drink! 


(Shivlal brings a bottle of alcohol and gives it to Ashok Roy.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Open your mouth. (To the constable) 
Block his nose. 


Budhan: No... sahib, no. 


(Ashok Roy pours the liquid down Budhan’s throat. Not used to drinking 
liquor, Budhan begins to cough violently.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Now, not only you but even your father 
will have to accept that you committed the theft. 
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(Once again they beat the half-conscious Budhan with their fists, legs and 
sticks. Budhan cries out in pain. His painstricken cries are heard by 
Shyamali, who is sitting outside the police station, hungry and thirsty. She 
is terrified. Once again she runs towards the station but the constable stops 


her.) 


Constable 2 (looking at her sternly) : Aye, woman . . . you are still 
here? 


Shyamali (angrily) : I will not go without meeting my Budhan. 
Constable 2 : You will go or else . . . (Threatens her with his staff) 


Shyamali (defies him) : Kill me. Kill me along with Budhan. 
Anyway, what will I do without hime 


Constable 2: If you wish to die, then drown yourself in the village 
well. But get out of here. 


(The constable pushes Shyamali. Shyamali stops the passers by and entreats 
them to save her husband. On the other side of the stage, Ashok Roy and 
Constable 1 beat Budhan brutally.) 


Shyamali : Someone help my husband! These people will kill 
him. Please help me! Budhan is innocent. He has done no wrong. 
(Stops a man on the street) Please help me! Those people will kill 
Budhan. (Budhan’s heart-rending scream is heard from inside 
the police station.) Look how mercilessly they’re torturing my 
Budhan. Brother, please help me. We were just eating paan! Is ita 
crime to eat paan? Budhan . . . Budhan! 
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Scene VI 
(Location : Police Station) 


Constable 2 : For three days, from 10th February to 12th February, 
Budhan was kept in prison without food and water. 


Constable 3 : Budhan was charged with larceny without a remand 
order. What kind of a law is this? How can the law function so? 


Shyamali: On 13th February, Sridhar Sabar, another Sabar youth, 


is brought to the Barabazaar Police Station. 


Scene VII 
(Location : Barabazaar Police Station) 
(A constable shoves Sridhar Sabar into the prison cell. In the opposite cell, 
Ashok Roy walks around Budhan who is lying in a semi-conscious and 


delirious state, repeatedly begging for his life.) 


Constable 2 (pulling Sridhar by the collar) : Go inside. A bloody 
Sabar who steals. (Locks Sridhar in the cell.) 


Sridhar : Sahib, . . . Please let me go, sahib. . . 
Constable 2 : Shut up. (Locks the door of the cell.) 


Budhan (in a broken voice) : Sahib, please leave me. I will die, 
sahib. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : These Sabars are very hard to crack. It 
seems he will not give in so easily. We will have to use the third 
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degree on him. (to the guard) Make arrangements for giving him 
electric shocks. 


Constable 1: But sahib . . . he might die. 


Inspector Ashok Roy (sternly) : You do as you are told. It’s my 
order. 


(The guard begins to carry out Officer Roy’s instructions. He makes Budhan 
sit on his knees and ties his hands behind him. He ties the electric belt on 
to Budhan’s head and turns on the machine. Budhan begins to tremble. 
His eyes roll. Saliva drips from his mouth. He is given three electric shocks. 
Sridhar looks on from the other cell. His eyes fill with tears. He wants to 
help Budhan, but he is powerless.) 


Scene VIII 
(Location : police station) 


Constable 2 : The court has ordered that Budhan be taken into 
remand from 13th February to 16th February. 


Sridhar : The legal system, which is both blind and deaf, did not 
take into account that Budhan had already been taken into remand. 


Constable 1 : The Deputy Commissioner and the Superintendent 
of Police made a search of Budhan’s home, but they failed to find 
anything but poverty there. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : On 13th February, the court released 
Sridhar Sabar on bail and he was taken to the Purulia Jail. 


Budhan : After three days of remand the court decided to punish 
Budhan and he, too, was taken to the Purulia Jail. 
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Constable 3 : Budhan is shifted to the Purulia Jail after sunset, 
which is against the legal procedure. 

Scene IX 
(Location : Purulia Jail) 


(The Assistant Superintendent marks the daily attendance. Sridhar is also 
present among the prisoners.) 


Assistant Superintendent : Sridhar. 

Sridhar : Yes, sahib. 

(The Superintendent marks him present.) 

Assistant Superintendent : Hmm... Kanji. 

Prisoner : Yes, sahib. 

(The Superintendent marks his presence in the register. Meanwhile a 
guard slowly and gently brings Budhan to the place where the roll call is 
taking place. He has been brutally beaten and is finding it difficult to 
walk.) 


Guard (to the Superintendent) : Sahib, he is a Sabar. He was 
brought here yesterday evening from the Barabazaar Police Station. 


(On hearing the name Sabar, the Superintendent’s face fills with 
hatred.) 


Assistant Superintendent: Hmm... search him. 


(The guard searches Budhan but finds nothing on him.) 
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Guard : There is nothing, sahib. 


Assistant Superintendent : Okay. Make him sit there and 
continue with your work. 


Guard : But sahib, it seems he has been severely beaten and 
injured. He is unable even to walk steadily, and has not been 
medically examined yet. 


Assistant Superintendent (showing indifference) : Yes. Okay. 
Help him to sit and then you may go. 


(The guard helps Budhan into a sitting position and goes away.) 


Assistant Superintendent (to Budhan) : Aye, you. What is your 
name? (There is no answer. Budhan is unable to speak. The 
Superintendent is furious on not receiving a reply. He raises his 
voice) I said, what is your name? (There is still no response from 
Budhan. The Superintendent is now fuming with anger. He goes 
near Budhan and shakes him.) You bastard! Can’t you listen? I 
am asking you something. What is your name? 


(Budhan stirs as if he has been disturbed from sleep. He is in a state of 
trauma, unable to understand what is happening to him. Frightened, he 
replies with great difficulty.) 


Budhan:B...u...dhan...Budhan... Sa...bar... 


Assistant Superintendent: Hmm... Budhan...Budhan Sabar 
. .. (He marks Budhan’s presence in the attendance register.) 
What is your wife’s name? (There is again no response from 
Budhan. The Superintendent raises his voice) What is your wife’s 
name? 


Budhan (scared) : Shyamali. 
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Assistant Superintendent : Any children? 

Budhan : Budhan. 

Assistant Superintendent : (The Superintendent notes 
something in the register) Hmm. Okay, Sridhar, you be the sentry 
for Gate Number 1 after serving lunch. 

Sridhar : Yes, sahib. (goes away) 

Assistant Superintendent : Kanji, you clean the toilets. 


Prisoner 1 : Yes, sahib. 


(He, too, goes away. Sridhar and Kanji get busy with their work at the 
rear of the stage.) 


Assistant Superintendent : (to Budhan) And you... Budhan 
Sabar . . . You will sweep the entire prison. Understood? 


(After giving orders, the Superintendent walks off on his daily round of 
inspection. Budhan is badly injured. He gets up with great difficulty and 
takes the broom in his hand, but because of the severe pain in his body, he 
is unable to move. He sits on one side of the stage. On seeing him sit down, 
the guard shouts at him.) 

Guard : Aye . . . what are you doing? Why aren’t you working? 
(The Superintendent arrives.) 


Assistant Superintendent : What’s happening here? 


Guard : Sahib . . . he is not working. 
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Assistant Superintendent : These bloody Sabars. They are 
scoundrels. They will never do an honest day’s work; they live by 
thieving alone. (Catches hold of Budhan and pushes him on the 
floor) Thrash him so that he gives up being a parasite. (The guard 
and the Superintendent beat Budhan mercilessly. Budhan’s bones 
are broken. He can no longer even moan, but the guard and 
superintendent continue to beat him like an animal). After you 
finish with him, lock the rascal in a dark cell where not even a 
single ray of light can enter. Let him yearn for light. Only then 
will this Sabar realize the value of hard work. (The guard calls the 
other prisoners working at the rear of the stage, and together they 
dump the half-conscious Budhan in a dark cell.) 


Scene X 


(Budhan lies unconscious for some time. Sridhar enters the cell to give 
milk to Budhan. The cell is pitch-dark, so Sridhar has difficulty finding 
Budhan. He calls out his name.) 


Sridhar: B . . . udhan . . . Budh . . . an. It’s so dark here... I can’t 
even see. (Places his hands over his eyes) Budhan . . . oh Budhan 
... please make some sound so that I can reach you. Where are 
you? 


(Sridhar slowly makes his way forward in the dark. Budhan is lying in a 
semi-conscious state in a corner of the cell. Sridhar’s feet come into contact 
with Budhan. Suddenly, Budhan wakes up, as if from a deep and painful 
sleep, and screams as if someone has inflicted fresh injury on his wounds.) 


Budhan (as Sridhar touches him) : Don’t hit me. Please don’t 
hurt me. I have not done anything, sahib. Iam innocent. Please 
don’t beat me. I have not committed any theft... Oh! I have not 
committed any theft... ah! (Budhan writhes in pain as if someone 
is beating him mercilessly. Sridhar tries to soothe him.) 
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Sridhar : Budhan... Budhan... Budhan . . . I am Sridhar, your 
friend. (Holding Budhan) You don’t recognize me? Look at me. I 
am Sridhar. 


(On hearing Sridhar’s name, Budhan becomes quiet. He slowly tries to 
gain control of himself. He narrows his eyes and looks at Sridhar, then 
takes Sridhar’s face in his hands. Once he’s sure it is Sridhar besides him, 
Budhan begins to cry uncontrollably.) 


Budhan : Sridhar . . . Sridhar, please save me, Sridhar. These 
people beat me mercilessly. Sridhar, I have not done anything. I. 
.. Lam innocent... I have not stolen anything... You... you 
know me. I simply make baskets. Sridhar, I beg you, please save 
me...or...orthese people will kill me .. . Sridhar. 


(On seeing Budhan break down, Sridhar is deeply moved.) 


Sridhar (trying to console Budhan) : Budhan . . . please do not 
feel scared . . . Everything will be okay. 


Budhan (sobbing) : Sridhar... I am innocent... Believe me... 
Iam innocent. 


Sridhar : I know, my friend. You have not done anything wrong. 
But we belong to the Sabar community. We poor tribals can do 
nothing to these butchers. But don’t lose heart, my friend. 
(Holding Budhan’s face in his hands) Nothing will happen to 
you. I’m here with you, my friend. Nothing will happen to you. 
(Picking up the glass) Drink this milk. (Budhan refuses to drink 
the milk.) Please drink it, Budhan. You have not eaten anything 
in the last few days. (Brings the glass to Budhan’s lips. Budhan 
drinks the milk. As soon as Sridhar moves to leave, Budhan 
clutches his legs.) 








Budhan | 21 


Budhan : Please don’t leave me . . . don’t go away, Sridhar. I feel 
very frightened here. These people will kill me. Sridhar . . . please 
don’t leave me. 


(Reluctantly, Sridhar frees himself from Budhan’s grip and picks up the 
glass.) 


Sridhar : Please don’t worry, Budhan. No harm will come to 
you. Nothing will happen. 


(Sridhar goes away. After he leaves, the loneliness of the cell once again gets 
to Budhan. He is extremely frightened. He begins to feel that, along with 
his body, his mind and spirit have been deeply wounded. His mind is 
crowded with terrifying thoughts. He has lost control over his body and 
mind. He feels as if his children are calling out to him in the dark cell.) 


(A voice in the background) 
Father ... father... bring me a bird from the market. 
And father, bring some sweets for me. 


(On hearing these voices, that are really inside his mind, Budhan becomes 
very restless. He feels a void all around him. His mind is unsteady. In the 
backdrop, there is a rhythmic call of Budhan . . . Budhan’, which is very 
frightening. Budhan feels that someone is calling out for him in that dark 
cell. He looks around hysterically. He is disturbed and experiences acute 
physical pain. Four actors chanting, ‘Budhan . . . Budhan’ come and 
surround him.) 


(Suddenly Budhan writhes in pain, feeling that he is being tormented 
once again. Budhan wants to escape from those who want to seize his 
body and spirit, but the four actors terrify him by moving around him like 
evil spirits. They frighten Budhan by chanting like ghosts, and continue to 
chant with a terrifying intensity.) 
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Chorus: 
Budhan is a thief. 
Accept your crime. 
Beat the scoundrel. 
Give him electric shocks. 
Drive him mad. 
The dark cell. 
(The pitch of their voice rises and they move around Budhan in a circle.) 
Chorus: 
Budhan is a thief. 
Accept your crime. 
Beat the scoundrel. 
Give him electric shocks. 
Drive him mad. 
The dark cell. 


(They move around Budhan in a circle, more rapidly than before.) 
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Chorus: 

Budhan is a thief. 

Accept your crime. 

Beat the scoundrel. 

Give him electric shocks. 

Drive him mad. 

The dark cell. 
(They move around Budhan in a frenzied circular movement.) 
(Suddenly, all become silent. Budhan is unable to bear this attack on his 
spirit, and thinks he is losing control of his mind. He feels as if the god of 
death has taken the form of these four people, who are slowly trying to tear 


out his heart and seize his soul.) 


Chorus (reaching out for Budhan’s heart with their hands) : Death 
... death ...death. 


(Their voices gradually lose intensity. Budhan can no longer bear the 
physical pain and the mental agony. After a heart-rending shriek, he falls 
down dead, suddenly free from everything. Everything is quiet. There is 
total silence. The actors leave the stage.) 


Scene XI 


(Budhan is dead. His body is lying in the police station. The Superintendent 
comes with his colleagues for a medical checkup.) 
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Assistant Superintendent (entering the dark cell) : Today this 
Sabar will have to be medically checked. (On seeing Budhan 
lying on the floor) Wake up the bloody man. 


(One of the prison officers kicks Budhan. There is no reaction. The 
Superintendent tries to make him sit up, but Budhan does not respond. 
The Superintendent tries to feel his breath and checks his pulse. He realizes 
that the body is lifeless and becomes terrified.) 

Assistant Superintendent : Oh... my god. He is dead. 


(All become pale.) 


Constable 4 : Sahib. If anyone comes to know about this, we will 
be in deep trouble. 


Assistant Superintendent : Yes. You're right. But . . . (Begins to 
think. After some time) From which police station was he brought 
here? 

Constable 3 : Sahib, from the Barabazaar Police Station. 
Assistant Superintendent: Hmm... 

(After pondering for a while, the Superintendent moves to the phone lying 
in a corner and dials a number. On the other side, Officer Roy is sleeping 


in the Barabazaar Police Station. He answers the call.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy: Hello... Barabazaar Police Station. May 
I help you? 


Assistant Superintendent : Hello. This is the Assistant 
Superintendent of the Purulia Jail speaking. 


Inspector Ashok Roy: Hmm... yes, sir. 
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Assistant Superintendent : May I speak to Inspector Roy? 
Inspector Ashok Roy : Speaking. 


Assistant Superintendent : Inspector Roy, yesterday, your police 
station sent an accused to us. The name is Budhan Sabar. 


Inspector Ashok Roy : Yes. So? 


Assistant Superintendent : For your kind information, he is no 
more. 


(On hearing this, Officer Roy suddenly grows alert. He is now somewhat 
worried.) 


Inspector Ashok Roy : What are you saying, sir? 


Assistant Superintendent : Yes. He probably died due to excess 
torture. The torture may have been inflicted in your lockup or 
perhaps in our cell. We are both in the same situation, like two 
sides of a coin. We now have to think how we can wriggle out of 
this. 


Inspector Ashok Roy (without any worry and totally at ease) : 
What do you suggest I do? What have we always done under such 
circumstances? ... Suicide... 


Assistant Superintendent : Suicide . . . (Both laugh excitedly. 
The Superintendent puts down the receiver and goes near 
Budhan’s corpse and orders the watchman.) You... Rush to the 
market and buy a piece of cloth. 


(Constable 3 brings the cloth. The others hold Budhan’s body vertically 
while the Superintendent ties the cloth around Budhan’s neck, thereby 
making it look as if Budhan has strangled himself to death.) 








26 | Budhan 


Assistant Superintendent : Now nobody can say that his death 
was inflicted. Bring down his body and hand it over to his relatives. 


(Budhan’s body is taken away.) 


Scene XII 


(Budhan’s body is lying on the floor. Shyamali comes running in. On 
seeing Budhan lying dead, she loses her senses and faints. She cannot 
believe that her husband is dead.) 


Shyamali: Budhan . . . Budhan! What happened, Budhan? Why 
do you not speak, Budhan? See .. . open your eyes... I am 
Shyamali . . . your Shyamali. Look at me, Budhan . . . Speak to 
me, Budhan. Why are you so quiet, Budhan? Why don’t you talk 
to me? Get up, Budhan .. . you cannot leave me like this... (On 
seeing Budhan’s still body and understanding that the is now 
dead, Shyamali gives a heart-rending shriek and begins to cry 
inconsolately.) Budhan . . . Budhan, you cannot go away, leaving 
me alone. Oh . . . someone wake my Budhan! Oh... wake him 
up! Budhan . . . Budhan . . . Take me with you! 1... Didn’t I tell 
you that these people will kill you, they’ve killed you — they have 
killed you. .. they killed my Budhan.... 


(Shyamali wails loudly and beats her chest with her hands. She clutches 
Budhan’s body and wails. Officer Roy and the Assistant Superintendent 
arrive.) 


Assistant Superintendent : Aye, woman. Your husband strangled 
himself with a piece of cloth. 


Inspector Ashok Roy: Cremate his body immediately before us. 
And stop this wailing. Prepare for his cremation immediately. 
Understood? 
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(Officer Roy and the Assistant Superintendent leave the house. On seeing 
them walk away, Shyamali begins to shout like a wounded tigress.) 


Shyamali : Cloth! Budhan had no spare piece of cloth with him. 
Then...oh.... you will all go to hell. May your wives become 
widows and your children be orphaned. (Calling out to them) 
You rascals, come back! You have taken my husband away. (She 
breaks down. She goes back near Budhan’s body). Budhan . . . 
these same people have killed you. I will kill them . . . Budhan. 


(Shyamali is crying. Ashish, who is a member of the Kheria Sabar Kalyan 
Samiti arrives with a message from Mahasveta Devi.) 


Ashish : Shyamali, Mahasveta Devi says that Budhan’s body 
should not be cremated at any cost. Bury Budhan’s body so that 
nobody comes to know about it. To fool the police, burn Budhan’s 
effigy. Have you understood what I have said? And please do not 
worry. All of us, the Samiti and the villagers along with Mahasveta 
Devi will avenge Budhan’s death. 


(Ashish goes away. Shyamali gets up slowly to the rhythmic chant of 
Budhan ... Budhan in the background. She digs a hole in the floor of her 
own house and, with a heavy heart, buries Budhan. She then lies down 


on the ground. On the other side of the stage, there is a public demonstration 
for justice in the wake of Budhan’s death.) 


Scene XIII 
(A group of demonstrators take centrestage.) 
Villager 1: Budhan did not commit suicide. He was killed. 


Constable 1 : Conducta post-mortem. 
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Villager 2 : The police have killed Budhan. 

Villager 3 : Budhan was innocent. 

Sridhar : We want justice. We want justice. 

(The demonstrators march in a circle and raise their demand for justice.) 
All : We want justice. 

Villager 1: Let Budhan’s death be investigated. We want... 
All: Justice! 

Villager 2 : Stop the injustice on Sabars. We want... . 

All: Justice ... We want justice, we want justice! 

Villager 1: Let people’s voice be heard... 

Constable 1 : Justice has finally awakened .. . 

Villager 2 : At last the day has arrived... 

Villager 3 : The day ofjustice... 


Sridhar : Date : 21st July 1998. The Calcutta High Court. 


Scene XIV 
(Location : Courtroom) 


Judge : Order... order! The Court has heard the appeal of Smt 
Mahasveta Devi, Advocate Pradip Roy and Justice D.K. Basu in 
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the Budhan murder case. The postmortem reports and the Central 
Forensic Science Laboratory’s report prove that Budhan Sabar 
did not commit suicide. He was killed. The Court orders that all 
the police officers involved in this crime be suspended. The Court 
directs the Government to pay Rs 1 lakh to the widow of Budhan 
Sabar as compensation and hands over the detailed investigation 
of Budhan Sabar’s death to the C.B.I. 


(After the final judgement, all actors stand still in the background while 
Budhan’s spirit takes the front stage. Budhan adresses the audience.) 


Budhan : Finally... finally . . . tell me, what was my crime? Why 
was I killed? I was only eating a paan. Is even eating a paan, a 
crime for us? My wife is now a widow? My son is orphaned. 


What will happen to them now that I’m gone? Did my crime lie 
in the fact that I was a Sabar? A DNT ?! 


Scene XV 
Shyamali : Every member of the denotified and nomadic 
communities asks this question. Why are they subjected to such 


atrocities? 


Villager 1 : Ifa DNT commits even a minor crime, is he to be 
punished by death? 


Constable 1 : No Bhansali was born among the DNTS. 
Villager 2 : No Harshad Mehta was born among the DNB. 
Villager 3 : No DNT is involved in a fodder scam. 


Sridhar : No DNT is involved in the Bofors scandal. 
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Shyamali: Are we second-class citizens? 
All: Are we second-class citizens? 
Are we second-class citizens? 
Are we second-class citizens? 
Are we second-class citizens? 
Are we second-class citizens? 
Are we second-class citizens? 
All : We need respect as human beings. 
We need respect. 
We need respect. 
We need respect. 


(All actors form a human chain, moving in a circle with their hands raised 
in a cry for justice). 
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